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Poetry as Metaphor in The Lord of the 
Ringsby William Reynolds
In i n v e s t i g a t i n g  J .  R. R. T o lk ie n 's  The L ord  
o f  th e  R in g s  c r i t i c s  have g e n e r a l ly  c o n c e n t r a te d  
on l a r g e  s c a le  q u e s t io n s  a b o u t th e  t r i l o g y ' s  m yth­
i c  q u a l i t i e s  o r  i t s  m o ra l , p h i lo s o p h ic a l ,  and th e o ­
l o g i c a l  s y s te m s . T h is  c o n c e n t r a t io n  h a s  p ro v ed  
so m e th in g  o f  a m ixed b l e s s i n g ;  f o r  w h ile  d e f i n i t e  
c r i t i c a l  p o s i t i o n s  on m ost o f  th e  m a jo r i s s u e s  
have b een  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  w ho le  s e c t i o n s  o f  th e  e p i c ,  
even  some w hich i l l u m in a t e  th e  l a r g e r  m a t t e r s ,  
have n o t  r e c e iv e d  th e  a t t e n t i o n  th e y  m e r i t .  By 
ex am in in g  in  d e t a i l  th e  t h r e e  poems from  The L ord  
o f  th e  R in g s  w hich T o lk ie n  c a l l s  "The O ld W alking 
Song" and "A W alk ing  S ong"l  I  in te n d  to  demon­
s t r a t e  t h a t  in  th e  m e tap h o rs  o f  th e s e  s h o r t  poems 
T o lk ie n  e n c a p s u la te s  th e  same view  o f  H is to r y  and 
m a n 's  r o l e  in  i t  t h a t  h e  conveys th ro u g h  th e  l a r g ­
e r  m etap h o r o f  th e  t r i l o g y  i t s e l f . 2
As h a s  b een  n o te d ,  one ac co m p lish m e n t o f  "The 
O ld W alking Song " ( I ,  62) i s  t o  deepen  th e  c h a r ­
a c t e r i z a t i o n  o f  B ilb o  B a g g in s .3 A f t e r  B ilb o  h as  
f i n a l l y  g iv e n  up th e  R ing he h a s  g u a rd e d  f o r  so 
many y e a r s  and i s  p re p a re d  to  le a v e  th e  S h i r e ,  he 
can  d e c la r e  t h a t  he i s  as  happy a s  he h a s  e v e r  
been  to  be " o f f  on th e  Road w ith  dw arves" ( I ,  6 2 ) . 
B u t he s t i l l  e x p e r ie n c e s  n o t  o n ly  th e  t y p i c a l  
h o b b i t  r e lu c ta n c e  to  c u t  h im s e lf  o f f  from  w h at i s  
f a m i l i a r  b u t  a l s o  a tro u b le so m e  f o re b o d in g  a b o u t 
w hat th e  f u tu r e  h o ld s  f o r  one who h a s  g iv e n  up h i s  
pow er. A ll  t h i s  th e  poem makes c l e a r :  w h ile  B ilb o
can  c la im  to  b e  " p u r s u in g  i t  [ th e  Road] w ith  e a g e r  
f e e t "  ( I ,  62 , l i n e  5) he r e p e a t s  th e  poem s lo w ly  
and q u i e t l y ,  p a u s in g  a f t e r  i t s  f i n a l  v e r s e ,  "And 
w h ith e r  th e n ?  I  c a n n o t s a y ,"  b a la n c in g  w i th in  
h im s e lf  th e  new freedom  to  be g a in e d  a g a i n s t  w hat 
may v e ry  w e l l  be l o s t .
F u r th e r  a lo n g  in  The F e l lo w sh ip  o f  th e  R ing  
T o lk ie n  u se s  "The O ld W alking Song" f o r  a s im i l a r  
p u rp o s e .  H aving le a r n e d  th e  h i s t o r y  o f  th e  R ing , 
B i l b o 's  nephew F rodo B ag g in s h as  r e s o lv e d  to  do 
w hat he can  to  sa v e  th e  S h ir e  from  d a n g e r  (X, 9 6 ) ,  
b u t  he to o  i s  r e l u c t a n t  to  ta k e  th e  f i n a l  s t e p .  
A f te r  some m onths o f  d e la y ,  F rodo  to g e th e r  w ith  
two o th e r  h o b b i t s ,  Sam Gamgee and P ip p in  Took, 
le a v e  th e  S h i r e ;  on th e  se co n d  day o f  t h e i r  j o u r ­
ney F rodo  — l i k e  B ilb o  - -  sp e a k s  th e  poem " a lo u d , 
b u t  a s  i f  to  h im s e l f  . . . s lo w ly "  ( I ,  1 1 0 ) . H is 
v e r s io n  o f  th e  poem d i f f e r s  from  B i l b o 's  i n  o n ly  
a s i n g l e  w ord . F ro d o ' s  f e e t  a r e  "w eary" ( I ,  110 , 
l i n e  5) w h ile  B i l b o 's  had  b ee n  " e a g e r"  ( I ,  62 , 
l i n e  5 ) .  B u t t h i s  s i n g l e  a l t e r a t i o n  i s  s i g n i f i ­
c a n t .  By d i s c l o s i n g  t h a t  F ro d o , more know ledge­
a b le  a b o u t th e  R in g 's  h i s t o r y  and p ow er, i s  more 
r e l u c t a n t  th a n  B ilb o  to  b e g in  h i s  jo u r n e y ,  th e  
poem shows how d a n g e ro u s  F rodo  c o n s id e r s  th e  s i t ­
u a t io n .
B ut th e  poem d i s c lo s e s  more o f  F ro d o 's  c h a r ­
a c t e r ;  d e s p i t e  h i s  f e a r  o f  th e  known and d re a d  
o f  th e  unknown, F rodo  s t i l l  b r a v e ly  ch o o ses  to  
c o n t in u e  h i s  jo u rn e y . F rodo  c h o o se s  f r e e l y ,  r e ­
j e c t i n g  th e  te m p tin g  p la n  to  sp en d  an e x t r a  day a t  
C ric k h o llo w  to  w a i t  f o r  G a n d a lf ,  j u s t  a s  he had 
e a r l i e r  re sp o n d e d  to  G a n d a lf 's  d i r e c t  c h a l le n g e ,  
" th e  d e c is io n  l i e s  w ith  you" ( I ,  9 5 ) ,  by  ta k in g  i t  
upon h im s e lf  to  "k eep  th e  R ing and g u a rd  i t  w e l l"
( I ,  9 6 ) . Y et th e  poem a l s o  r e v e a l s  t h a t  F rodo 
f e e l s  an o b l ig a t io n  to  ch o o se  one c o u r s e  r a t h e r  
th a n  th e  o th e r .  H is w e a r in e s s  i s  no e x c u s e ;  he 
s a y s  p l a i n l y ,  " I  m ust fo llo w  i f  I  can" ( I ,  1 1 0
n o t  "I w il1  f o l lo w , i f  I  l i k e "  o r  " I  sh o u ld  fo l lo w , i f  I  c a n ."
F i n a l l y ,  th e  poem s i g n a l s  F ro d o ’ s a c c e p ta n c e  
o f  w h a t G an d a lf  had  t o l d  him  e a r l i e r :  "T h e re  was
so m e th in g  e l s e  a t  w o rk , beyond  any d e s ig n  o f  th e  
R ingm aker. I  can  p u t  i t  no p l a i n e r  th a n  by s a y in g  
t h a t  B ilb o  was m eant t o  f in d  th e  R in g , and n o t  by 
i t s  m aker. In  w hich  c a s e  you a l s o  w ere  m eant to  
have i t "  ( I ,  88)„ F rodo  n e i t h e r  d e s ig n e d  n o t  b u i l t  
th e  Road. He knows n e i t h e r  i t s  b e g in n in g  n o r  i t s  
en d . B u t , b e c a u s e  he "m u s t,"  he t r u s t s  th e  power 
t h a t  made th e  Road and p e r m i ts  h im s e lf  to  be sw ep t 
o f f  ( I ,  1 1 0 ).
F or F ro d o , th e  a w a re n ess  o f  th e s e  th in g s  i s  
so m e th in g  new, so m e th in g  he v o ic e s  o n ly  a f t e r  he 
h as  s o ld  h i s  fa m ily  home a t  Bag E nd, s p e n t  one 
f a i r l y  u n c o m fo r ta b le  n i g h t  in  th e  o p e n , and  m ed i­
t a t e d  on w hat G an d a lf  t o l d  him  f i v e  m onths b e f o r e .  
B ut T o lk ie n  makes c l e a r  t h a t  F r o d o 's  v iew s a r e  
n o t  f r i v o l o u s  by c o n t r a s t i n g  h i s  r e f l e c t i v e  m ed i­
t a t i o n  on "The O ld W alk ing  Song" w i th  th e  jo k in g  
c o m p la in t  o f  young P ip p in :  "The ro a d  gove on f o r
e v e r  . . . b u t  I  c a n ' t  w i th o u t  a r e s t .  I t  i s  h ig h  
tim e  f o r  lu n c h "  ( I ,  1 0 9 ).
I t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  to o ,  t h a t  F rodo  u se s  
"w eary" w ith  i t s  c o n n o ta t io n  o f  u t t e r  e x h a u s t io n  
r a t h e r  th a n  s im p ly  s a y in g  h i s  f e e t  a r e  " t i r e d "  o r  
" f a t i g u e d . "  The e x h a u s t io n  c a n n o t b e  m e re ly  p h y s ­
i c a l .  The h o b b i t s  h av e  b ee n  on th e  ro a d  f o r  o n ly  
a  few h o u r s ,  and th e  n i g h t  b e f o r e  i t  had  b ee n  
P ip p in  n o t  F rodo  who h ad  a sk e d  f o r  a h a l t .  I n ­
s t e a d ,  F rodo  i s  s t a r t i n g  to  f e e l  th e  e f f e c t s  o f  
th e  s p i r i t u a l  b u rd e n  he h a s  ta k e n  upon h im s e l f ,  th e  
" d r e a d f u l ,  d ra g g in g  w e ig h t"  ( I I I ,  268) w hich  in  th e  
end w i l l  t r o u b le  him  more th a n  w eeks o f  w a n d e rin g , 
k n i f e  w ound, and s p id e r  s t i n g .
I t  i s  s u r e ly  no a c c id e n t  th e n  t h a t  T o lk ie n  
f o llo w s  t h i s  exam ple o f  F ro d o 's  g row th  in  i n t e l l i ­
gence  and s t r e n g t h  w ith  th e  f i r s t  r e a l  t h r e a t  to  
him  — th e  a p p e a ra n c e  o f  a B lack  R id e r ,  one o f  th e  
d re a d  N azg u ls  s e n t  by S au ro n . The p o i n t  seem s 
c l e a r ,  to  th e  r e a d e r  i f  n o t  t o  th e  h o b b i t s  cow er­
in g  b e s id e  th e  ro a d :  th e  Good i s  to  be c h o s e n , b u t
c h o o s in g  th e  Good in s u r e s  n e i t h e r  h a p p in e s s  n o r  
s a f e t y  and may, in  f a c t ,  g u a r a n te e  t h e i r  o p p o s i t e s .  
F or th e  B lack  R i d e r 's  b u s in e s s  i s  n o t  w ith  a h o b b i t  
b u t  w ith  th e  R ing th e  h o b b i t  c a r r i e s ,  n o t  w ith  
F rodo  B ag g in s b u t  w ith  th e  R in g -b e a r e r .
B u t th e  r e s u l t  o f  th e  B lack  R i d e r 's  a p p e a r ­
ance  i s  n o t  th e  t e r r i f i e d  d e s p a i r  S au ron  hopes 
f o r .  F rodo knows no more th a n  h e  d id  b e f o r e  and 
s t i l l  w ish e s  G an d a lf  w ere  p r e s e n t  to  make th e  
c h o ic e  ( I ,  1 1 3 ). B u t h i s  d e c i s io n  i s  made w i th o u t  
h e s i t a t i o n :  " W e 'l l  move on now" ( I ,  1 1 4 ). And
once  a g a in  T o lk ie n  u s e s  p o e t r y  to  e n r ic h  h i s  a c ­
c o u n t;  f o r  a s  th e  t h r e e  h o b b i t s  move o n , th e y  hum 
a n o th e r  o f  B i l b o 's  so n g s ( I ,  1 1 5 ). "A W alk ing  
Song" i s  p r im a r i l y  a c e l e b r a t i o n  o f  c o u ra g e ,  a 
c a l l  t o  p o s tp o n e  th e  r e t u r n  to  h e a r th  and bed  and 
pu sh  fo rw a rd  to  "m eet /  A su d d en  t r e e  o r  s ta n d in g  
s to n e  /  T h a t none have  se en  b u t  we a lo n e ” ( I ,  115, 
l i n e s  4 - 6 ) .  B u t i t  i s  a l s o  a  r e a f f i r m a t i o n  ( p a r ­
t i c i p a t e d  in  t h i s  tim e  by Sam and P ip p in )  o f  F ro ­
do ' s  e a r l i e r  d e c i s i o n ;  f o r  th e  em p h asis  in  th e  
se co n d  s t a n z a  i s  on f r e e l y  b r a v in g  th e  unknown to  
ta k e  th e  " s e c r e t  g a te  . . . [ o r ]  th e  h id d e n  p a th s  
t h a t  ru n  /  Tow ards th e  Moon o r  to  th e  Sun" ( I ,  115, 
l i n e s  12, 15-16) w h ile  th e  t h i r d  s ta n z a  com bines an 
acknow ledgem ent t h a t  e v i l  may w a i t  a lo n g  th e  p a th s  
"T hrough th e  shadows to  th e  edge o f  n ig h t"  ( I ,  115, 
l i n e  23) w ith  a calm  t r u s t  t h a t  u l t i m a t e ly  a l l  w i l l  
be w e l l :
12
Mist and tw ilight, c loud and shade,
A w ay shall fade! A w ay shall fade!
Fire and lamp, and m eat and bread,
A nd th en  to  bed! A nd th en  to  bed!
(I, 115, lines 26-30)
Though t h e  poem i s  p r i m a r i l y  a  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  
w h a t h a s  a l r e a d y  b e e n  s a i d ,  T o lk ie n  a l s o  u s e s  i t  t o  
a s s u r e  t h e  r e a d e r  t h a t  t h e  p r i n c i p l e s  w h ic h  h a v e  
b e e n  s e t  o u t  a p p ly  t o  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  F ro d o  an d  t h e  
o t h e r s  a r e  i n .  The poem lo o k s  a h e a d  a s  w e l l  a s  
b a c k ;  i t  i s  on e  o f  t h o s e  p a s s a g e s  t h a t  T o lk ie n  
d o e s  n o t  a l lo w  t h e  s p e a k e r  — o r ,  i n  t h i s  c a s e ,  
t h e  r e a d e r  —  t o  u n d e r s ta n d  f u l l y  u n t i l  much l a t e r .  
None o f  t h e  h o b b i t s  h a s  t r a v e l l e d  t o  M ordo r b e ­
f o r e ,  b u t  T o lk ie n  h a s  them  s p e a k  o f  t h e  unknown 
w h ic h  l i e s  a h e a d  i n  te rm s  o f  " M is t  an d  t w i l i g h t ,  
c lo u d  an d  sh a d e "  ( I ,  1 1 5 , l i n e  2 7 ) ,  t h e  sam e im a g e s  
w h ich  d e s c r i b e  t h e  s c e n e  F ro d o  an d  Sam a c t u a l l y  
e n c o u n te r  a f t e r  t h e i r  e s c a p e  fro m  t h e  Tow er o f  
C i r i t h  U n g o l: "Sm okes t r a i l e d  on t h e  g ro u n d  an d  
lu r k e d  in  h o l lo w s ,  an d  fum es l e a k e d  fro m  f i s s u r e s  
i n  t h e  e a r t h .  S t i l l  f a r  aw ay , f o r t y  m i l e s  a t  l e a s t ,  
th e y  saw M ount Doom, i t s  f e e t  fo u n d e d  i n  a s h e n  
r u i n s ,  i t s  h u g e  co n e  r i s i n g  to  a  g r e a t  h e i g h t ,  
w h e re  i t s  r e e k in g  h e a d  w as sw a th e d  i n  c lo u d  . . .
B e h in d  i t  t h e r e  hung  a  v a s t  shadow  ( I I I ,  2 4 5 ) .
S a u ro n  i s  r e g u l a r l y  r e f e r r e d  to  a s  t h e  "Shadow "
( f o r  e x a m p le , I I I ,  244 an d  2 7 9 ) ,  an d  o n e  o f  t h e  
w eapons u se d  a g a i n s t  G ondor i s  a  d a r k n e s s  w h ich  
t u r n s  e v e n  t h e  b r i g h t e s t  d ay  i n t o  t w i l i g h t  ( I I I ,
98 f f . ) .
M ore s u b t l e  i s  T o l k i e n 's  t e c h n iq u e  i n  th e  
s e c o n d  s t a n z a :
Still round  th e  co rn er th e re  m ay w ait 
A new  road o r  a secre t gate.
A nd though  w e pass th em  by today ,
T o m o rro w  w e m ay com e th is  w ay 
A nd tak e  th e  h idden  p a th s  th a t  run 
T ow ards th e  M oon o r to  th e  Sun.
(I, 115, lines 11-16)
W h ile  t h e  h o b b i t s  s im p ly  mean t h a t  e a c h  new day  
may h o l d ,  so m ew h ere , new a d v e n t u r e s ,  th e y  c a n n o t  
know t h a t  th e y  w i l l  i n  r e a l i t y  so o n  b e  e m b a rk in g  
on h id d e n ,  s e c r e t ,  an d  so m e tim e s  unknow n p a t h s  
w h ic h  w i l l ,  f i g u r a t i v e l y ,  c a r r y  them  "T ow ards t h e  
Moon o r  t o  t h e  S u n ."  F o r  i n  a  few  m o n th s Sam an d  
F ro d o  w i l l  p a s s  b e n e a th  S a u r o n 's  M inas M orgu l 
("T ow er o f  S o r c e r y " ) ,  o r i g i n a l l y  known a s  M inas 
I t h i l  ("T ow er o f  t h e  R i s in g  M oon"), w h i l e  P ip p in  
an d  M erry  B ran d y b u c k  jo u r n e y  t o  M inas T i r i t h  
("T ow er o f  G u a r d " ) ,  o r i g i n a l l y  known a s  M inas 
A nor ("T ow er o f  t h e  S e t t i n g  S u n ") ( I ,  3 2 1 ) .
I t  c a n ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  b e  a r g u e d  t h a t  t h i s  i s  
m ak ing  to o  much o f  a  few  s h o r t  poem s; b u t  i f  a 
r e a d e r  e x a m in e s  th e  c o n t e x t  o f  B i l b o 's  v e r s i o n  o f  
"T he O ld  W a lk in g  Song" i n  l i g h t  o f  i t s  s e c o n d  
a p p e a r a n c e ,  h e  w i l l  d i s c o v e r  t h a t ,  th o u g h  u n a w a re  
o f  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  R in g , B i lb o  h a s  l e a r n e d  
f ro m  lo n g  an d  o f t e n  p a i n f u l  e x p e r i e n c e  t o  l i v e  by  
t h e  p r i n c i p l e s  e n u n c ia t e d  by  G a n d a lf  a n d  a c c e p te d  
by  F ro d o  i n  h i s  v e r s i o n .  F o r  B i lb o  h a s  g iv e n  t h e  
R ing  t o  G a n d a lf  f r e e l y  ( I ,  6 1 ) ,  b a s in g  h i s  a c t i o n  
on  t h e  R i n g 's  e f f e c t  on  h im , an  e f f e c t  w h ic h  h e  
d e s c r i b e s  a s  " q u e e r "  ( I ,  60) —  t h a t  i s  t o  s a y ,  
u n n a t u r a l ,  a p a r t  fro m  w h a t B i lb o  a c c e p t s  a s  t h e  
p r o p e r  o r d e r  o f  t h i n g s .  B u t a t  t h e  sam e t im e ,
B i lb o  to o  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  a  g r e a t e r  p ow er t h a n  h e  
i s  a t  w o rk , t e l l i n g  G a n d a lf :  "T he Tim e h a s  com e.
I 'm  b e in g  s w e p t o f f  my f e e t  a t  l a s t "  ( I ,  6 2 ) .
T o lk ie n  h a s  u s e d  t h e s e  poem s t o  f ra m e  an d  
r e i n f o r c e  G a n d a l f 's  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  
w i th  t h e  e x a m p le s  o f  t h e  h o b b i t s ,  n o t  g r e a t  w a r ­
r i o r s ,  n o t  p o s s e s s e d  o f  t h e  w i z a r d 's  m e n ta l  p o w ers  
o r  a b i l i t i e s ,  b u t  s im p le  b e in g s  who r e c o g n iz e  t h e  
e x i s t e n c e  o f  Good an d  E v i l  an d  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  o f  
c h o o s in g  th e  Good an d  who a r e  p r e p a r e d  t o  f o l lo w  
th r o u g h  w i th  w h a t th e y  b e l i e v e  d e s p i t e  t h e  c e r ­
t a i n t y  t h a t  t h e i r  c h o ic e  w i l l  c o s t  th e m .
N e i t h e r  o f  t h e  w a lk in g  s o n g s  a p p e a r s  i n  The
Two T o w e rs ,  t h e  s e c o n d  vo lum e o f  t h e  t r i l o g y .  I n  
th e  f i n a l  v o lu m e , The R e tu r n  o f  th e  K in g ,  B i lb o  
r e c i t e s  "T he O ld  W a lk in g  Song" o n  t h e  e v e n in g  b e ­
f o r e  G a n d a l f ,  F ro d o , an d  t h e  o t h e r s  d e p a r t  R iv e n -  
d e l l  f o r  t h e  l a s t  t im e ;  an d  F ro d o  s i n g s  i t  w h i le  
w a i t i n g  to  accom pany B i l b o ,  G a l a d r i e l ,  an d  E lr o n d  
t o  th e  G rey H avens an d  th e n c e  o v e r  S ea  t o  th e  
W e s t. As t h e i r  c o u n t e r p a r t s  i n  The F e l lo w s h ip  o f  
th e  R in g  h e l p  t o  s e t  t h e  s t a g e  f o r  t h e  War o f  t h e  
R in g , t h e  w a lk in g  so n g s  o f  The R e tu r n  o f  t h e  K in g  
b r i n g  t h e  War an d  th e  T h i r d  Age o f  M id d l e - e a r th  
t o  a  c l o s e .
When F ro d o  an d  h i s  c o m p an io n s  r e a c h  R i v e n d e l l  
f o r  t h e  s e c o n d  t im e ,  t h e  War o f  t h e  R in g  seem s to  
h a v e  e n d e d ;  t h e  s e g m e n t o f  h i s t o r y  b e g u n  s e v e n t y -  
e i g h t  y e a r s  b e f o r e  w i th  B i l b o 's  f i n d i n g  t h e  R ing  
a p p e a r s  c o m p le te .  And B i l b o ,  an  o ld  an d  t i r e d  
h o b b i t ,  r e f l e c t s  t h i s  i s  h i s  new v e r s i o n  o f  th e  
w a lk in g  s o n g s :
T he Road goes ever on and  on 
O ut from  th e  d o o r w here  it began.
N ow  fa r ahead  th e  R oad has gone,
Let o th e rs  fo llow  it w h o  can!
Let th em  a jo u rn ey  now  begin.
B ut I a t last w ith  w eary  fee t 
Will tu rn  tow ard  th e  lighted inn,
My evening-rest and sleep to  m eet.
(Ill, 329)
One n o t i c e s  f i r s t  B i l b o 's  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  h e  
h a s  p la y e d  h i s  p a r t  an d  i s  now e n t i t l e d  t o  s e e k  
p e a c e  an d  r e s t ;  h e  r e p e a t s  F r o d o 's  e x p r e s s i o n  
" w i th  w e a ry  f e e t "  ( I I I ,  3 2 9 , l i n e  6 an d  I ,  1 1 0 , 
l i n e  5) an d  s p e a k s  o f  t u r n i n g  a s i d e  fro m  t h e  R oad . 
W h ile  B i l b o 's  w e a r i n e s s  may seem  n o th in g  m ore th a n  
a r e s u l t  o f  h i s  a d v a n c e d  a g e ,  G a n d a lf  h a s  made 
c l e a r  e a r l i e r  t h a t  B i l b o 's  l i v i n g  lo n g  e n o u g h  to  
p a s s  t h e  O ld  Took i s  n o t  due t o  any  s p e c i a l  p r e ­
c a u t i o n s  on  h i s  p a r t  b u t  t o  h i s  h a v in g  p o s s e s s e d  
t h e  R in g  f o r  s i x t y  y e a r s  ( I ,  7 6 - 7 7 ) .  Thus T o lk ie n  
c o n n e c t s  t h e  poem to  t h e  m ain  a c t i o n  o f  t h e  t r i l ­
ogy  an d  r e v e a l s  t h e  t r u t h  o f  F r o d o 's  p r e s e n tm e n t  
t h a t  t h e  r i n g  i s  a h e a v y  b u r d e n .
T h ro u g h  t h e s e  l i n e s  T o lk ie n  a l s o  r a t i f i e s  t h e  
f a i t h  —  e x p r e s s e d  e a r l i e r  b y  B i lb o  an d  e c h o e d  by 
F ro d o  —  t h a t  t h e i r  jo u r n e y s  on  t h e  Road w o u ld  n o t  
b e  i n  v a i n .  F o r  when B i l b o ,  s u r e l y  in f o rm e d  by 
h i s  f r i e n d  an d  h o s t  E l r o n d  t h a t  h e  w i l l  n o t  b e  
a b a n d o n e d  w hen t h e  E lv e s  w ith d ra w  fro m  M i d d l e - e a r t h ,  
s p e a k s  o f  l e a v i n g  t h e  Road t o  m e e t h i s  " e v e n in g -  
r e s t  an d  s l e e p "  ( I I I ,  3 2 9 , l i n e  8 ) ,  t h e r e  i s  n o t  
t h e  s l i g h t e s t  n o te  o f  f e a r  o r  d o u b t  i n  h i s  v o i c e .  
I n s t e a d  h e  s p e a k s  w i th  c o n f id e n c e ,  u s in g  t h e  a p t ,  
c o n c r e t e  im age  o f  a " l i g h t e d  in n "  ( I I I ,  3 2 9 , l i n e  
7) w i th  a l l  i t s  h o b b i t - p l e a s i n g  c o n n o t a t i o n s  t o  
s y m b o l iz e  t h e  p l a c e  w h e re  h e  w i l l  t a k e  h i s  r e s t .
B u t a t  t h e  sam e t im e  t h a t  h e  i s  s a y in g  t h e s e  t h i n g s  
a b o u t  h i m s e l f ,  B i lb o  d i r e c t s  a d i f f e r e n t  m e ssa g e  to  
o t h e r s :  " L e t  o t h e r s  f o l lo w  i t  [ th e  R oad] who c a n !
/  L e t  th em  a jo u r n e y  new b e g in "  ( I I I ,  3 2 9 , l i n e s  
4 - 5 ) .  T h ro u g h  B i l b o 's  w o rd s  T o lk ie n  i s  a s s e r t i n g  
t h a t  e v e r y o n e  m u s t c h o o s e  b e tw e e n  w h a t i s  Good 
an d  w h a t i s  n o t  an d  m u s t ,  i f  h e  i s  t o  a r r i v e  a t  
t h e  " l i g h t e d  i n n , "  p r e f e r  t h e  f o r m e r ’ to  t h e  l a t t e r .
T h is  u n i v e r s a l i z i n g  e le m e n t  w as c l e a r l y  p r e s ­
e n t  i n  t h e  e a r l i e r  poem s a s  w e l l ;  t h e  Road c o u ld  
n e v e r  h a v e  b e e n  t h e  Road o f  L i f e  o f  on e  o r  two 
h o b b i t s  s im p ly  b e c a u s e  i t  g o e s  on  f o r e v e r ,  u n l i k e  
t h e  l i f e  o f  any  h o b b i t s .  B u t T o lk ie n  h a s  c a r e ­
f u l l y  w a i t e d  u n t i l  t h e  h o b b i t s  h a v e  b r o u g h t  a b o u t  
t h e  d e f e a t  o f  S a u ro n  t o  make c l e a r  t h a t  o t h e r  
c h a l l e n g e s  w i l l  a l s o  h a v e  to  b e  m e t, t h a t  o t h e r s  
- -  m en, e l v e s ,  d w a rv e s ,  w i z a r d s ,  e n t s , an d  s o  on 
—  a r e  a l s o  c a l l e d  t o  f o l lo w  t h e  R oad .
W hat t h e n  i s  t h e  Road? B a sed  on t h e  poem s, 
i t  m u s t b e  s o m e th in g  w h ic h  h a s  a b e g i n n in g ,  som e­
t h i n g  w hose e n d  o n e  c a n n o t  know , s o m e th in g  w hose 
d i r e c t i o n  o n e  c a n  b e  c o n f i d e n t  o f ,  an d  s o m e th in g  
w h ic h  a l l  r a t i o n a l  b e i n g s  m u s t p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  
f o r  a  t im e  an d  th e n  l e a v e .  The Road i s  p r o v i ­
d e n t i a l l y - d i r e c t e d  H i s t o r y ,  t h e  e v e n t s  w h ic h  d e -
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f i n e  Time a m id s t th e  t im e le s s n e s s  o f  E t e r n i t y  ( th e  
" l a r g e r  way" o f  I ,  62 and 110, l i n e  6 ) ,  d i r e c t e d  
to w ard  a c o n c lu s io n  w h ic h , th o u g h  u n k now ab le , i s  
c o n f id e n t ly  a w a ite d  by th e  v e ry  c r e a t u r e s  w hose 
f r e e  c h o ic e s  p a r a d o x ic a l ly  b r in g  i t  a b o u t .
H aving b ee n  le d  to  s e e  th e  Road a s  H is to r y ,  
th e  r e a d e r  can  a l s o  l e a r n  so m e th in g  o f  T o lk i e n 's  
n o t io n  o f  i t s  sh ap e  and d i r e c t i o n .  F or one f i n a l ,  
s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r e n c e  e x i s t s  b e tw een  "The O ld 
W alk ing  Song" o f  The F e l lo w s h ip  o f  th e  R ing  and 
B i l b o 's  f i n a l  v e r s io n .  In  th e  e a r l i e r  volum e th e  
f i r s t  two l i n e s  had  b e e n : "The Road g o es e v e r  on
and on /  Down from  th e  d o o r w here  i t  began" ( I ,  62 
& 1 1 0 ). B u t w h ile  B ilb o  r e t a i n s  th e  f i r s t  l i n e ,  
he s u b s t i t u t e s  "O ut" f o r  "Down" in  th e  se c o n d .
To say  t h a t  th e  c o u r s e  o f  H is to r y  le a d s  down 
i s  to  j o i n  a t r a d i t i o n  w hich  can  b e  t r a c e d  a t  
l e a s t  a s  f a r  b ack  a s  H e s io d 's  a c c o u n t o f  m an 's  
d e c l in e  from  a r a c e  o f  g o ld  th ro u g h  s u c c e s s iv e  
r a c e s  o f  s i l v e r  and b ro n z e  to  h i s  f i n a l  ( p re s e n t )  
s t a t e  as  a r a c e  o f  i r o n . 4 F u r th e r ,  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  
h o ld s  a view  so  r a d i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  from  th e  one 
so  f a r  adduced  from  th e  poems as  to  r a i s e  th e  p o s ­
s i b i l i t y  t h a t  th e  s u f f e r i n g  a lo n g  th e  Road does 
n o t  have  a m ean in g , t h a t  w hat h a s  b ee n  i n t e r p r e t e d  
as  f a i t h  i s  m e re ly  r e s i g n a t i o n ,  and t h a t  C h a r le s  
Moorman i s  c o r r e c t  when h e  v iew s M id d le - e a r th  as 
" th e  s t a r k ,  b a s i c a l l y  p e s s i m i s t i c  w o rld  o f  th e  
s a g a s  in  w hich  God does n o t  i n te r v e n e  in  human 
c o n f l i c t s  and in  w hich  th e  h e r o 's  o r  th e  s o c i e t y 's  
s t r u g g le  a g a in s t  e v i l  c u lm in a te s  a t  b e s t  i n  a  tem ­
p o ra ry  v i c t o r y  a c h ie v e d  a t  trem en d o u s c o s t . " 5
Nor i s  t h i s  p o s s i b i l i t y  d e p e n d e n t s o l e l y  upon 
th e  e v id e n c e  o f  th e  poem s. Such c r i t i c s  as  Mr. 
Moorman and R obley Evans have n o te d  t h a t  e ls e w h e re  
i n  th e  t r i l o g y  th e  p a s t  i s  r e g u l a r l y  se e n  as  b e t t e r  
th a n  th e  p r e s e n t .  Each h i s t o r i c a l  age ends w ith  a 
v i c to r y  o v e r  e v i l  t h a t  le a v e s  th e  v i c t o r s  w ea k e r. 
"The men o f  Gondor w ere s p i r i t u a l  g i a n t s  who b u i l t  
th e  g r e a t  c i t i e s  o f  W e s te rn e s se  t h a t  s ta n d  in  r u in s  
a b o u t th e  f o r e s t ;  a l l  a g re e  t h e i r  b lo o d  i s  fa d e d  
and t h i n  i n  t h e i r  d e s c e n d a n t s . " 6 And ea ch  new age 
w i tn e s s e s  th e  r e a p p e a ra n c e  o f  th e  v a n q u ish e d  e v i l  
i n  new and more d eb a se d  fo rm s .
T h is  view  i s  l o g i c a l  and in  many ways a t t r a c ­
t i v e ,  so  when B ilb o  ch an g es "Down" to  "O ut" he i s  
s u r e ly  m aking a s i g n i f i c a n t  a l t e r a t i o n ,  n o t  m e re ly  
s e e k in g  v a r i e t y .  T h a t he makes th e  change  a t  t h i s  
p o i n t  i s  n a t u r a l ;  d u r in g  a p e r io d  o f  c o n fu s io n  
l i k e  t h a t  a t  th e  end o f  th e  T h ird  A ge, t r a v e l l e r s  
who su d d e n ly  e n c o u n te r  d a n g e rs  w hose v e ry  e x i s t e n c e  
th e y  had n e v e r  b e f o r e  so much as  im a g in e d  w ould 
n a t u r a l l y  th in k  t h a t  th e  Road was t a k in g  them  to  
d i s a s t e r .  Only when B i lb o  h a s  re a c h e d  th e  v e ry  
edge o f  Time and i s  p r e p a r in g  to  le a v e  i t  can  he 
a c q u ir e  a new p e r s p e c t i v e .  The Road c a n n o t t h r e a t ­
e n ,  h e  r e c o g n iz e s ,  b e c a u s e  each  o f  i t s  seem ing  d ip s  
i s  o r d e r e d  to  a s s u r e  th e  t r a v e l l e r  o f  r e s t  and 
s a f e t y  a t  th e  f i n i s h  o f  h i s  c o u r s e .  The Road, 
H is to r y ,  e v e n ts  i n  t h i s  w o rld  a r e  a l l  m eans, n o t  
e n d s . H is to r y  i s  n o t  an e n g in e  d ra g g in g  in d iv i d u -  
a l s  to  d e s t r u c t i o n  b u t  th e  sum o f  i n d i v i d u a l  r e a c ­
t i o n s  to  s i t u a t i o n s  in v o lv in g  c h o ic e ;  i f  th e  
c h o ic e s  a r e  r i g h t l y  m ade, each  in d iv i d u a l  i s  s u re  
o f  h i s  end - -  r e tu r n in g  p r o p e r ly  t o  th e  E t e r n i t y  
t h a t  l i e s  b e h in d  H is to r y .  B i l b o 's  new i n s i g h t  con­
f irm s  one o f  G a n d a lf ' s  e a r l i e r  p ro n o u n ce m en ts : 
"O th e r  e v i l s  th e r e  a r e  t h a t  may come; f o r  S au ron  
i s  h im s e lf  b u t  a s e r v a n t  o r  e m is s a ry .  Y e t i t  i s  
n o t  o u r  p a r t  to  m a s te r  a l l  th e  t i d e s  o f  th e  w o r ld , 
b u t  t o  do w hat i s  i n  us f o r  th e  s u c c o u r  o f  th o s e  
y e a r s  w h e re in  we a r e  s e t ,  u p r o o t in g  th e  e v i l  in  
th e  f i e l d s  we know, so  t h a t  th o s e  who l i v e  a f t e r  
may have c le a n  e a r t h  to  t i l l .  What w e a th e r  th e y  
s h a l l  h av e  i s  n o t  o u rs  to  r u le "  ( I I I ,  1 9 0 ) . N or, 
h e  c o u ld  ad d , sh o u ld  we a llo w  s u b s e q u e n t s to rm s  
i n  o u r  own l i v e s  to  t r o u b le  u s .
The t r u t h  o f  B i l b o 's  v i s i o n  becom es c l e a r e r  
a s  th e  e v e n ts  o f  th e  f i n a l  two c h a p te r s  o f  th e  
t r i l o g y  u n f o ld .  I n s te a d  o f  th e  S h i r e  th e y  had  
l e f t ,  F rodo  and h i s  com panions r e t u r n  t o  a d e v a s ­
t a t e d  la n d  w here h o b b i t  i s  tu r n e d  a g a i n s t  h o b b i t ,
s u b j e c t  t o  th e  o p p r e s s iv e  r u l e  o f  a gang o f  th u g s  
le d  by th e  f a l l e n  w iz a rd  Sarum an. I n s t e a d  o f  
p e a c e  t h e r e  i s  more f i g h t i n g  and d y in g , c u lm in a t in g  
in  th e  d e a th s  o f  Sarum an and W ormtongue w hich  F rodo  
t r i e s  i n  v a in  to  a v e r t .  B ut ev en  a f t e r  t h i s  l a s t  
a c t  o f  th e  War o f  th e  Ring h a s  b een  p la y e d  o u t  and 
th e  S h ir e  h a s  b een  r e s t o r e d ,  F rodo  s u f f e r s  such  
in t e n s e  p a in  t h a t  he i s  u n a b le  to  e n jo y  th e  S h ir e  
a s  he had  hoped and i s  f o rc e d  to  le a v e  M id d le - e a r th  
to  g a in  r e l i e f .
I f  e v e r  F rodo  h a s  r e a s o n  to  b e l i e v e  t h a t  
H is to r y  le a d s  down, t h a t  h i s  q u e s t  was in  v a in ,  t h i s  
seem s th e  t im e .  B ut h i s  r e a c t i o n  shows t h a t  he to o  
ju d g e s  by o th e r  s t a n d a r d s .  He t e l l s  Sam: " I  t r i e d
to  sa v e  th e  S h i r e ,  and i t  h a s  b een  s a v e d , b u t  n o t  
f o r  me. I t  m ust o f t e n  be s o ,  Sam, when th in g s  a r e  
i n  d a n g e r :  some one h a s  to  g iv e  them  u p , lo s e
them , so  t h a t  o th e r s  may k eep  them" ( I I I ,  3 8 2 ) .
The im p o r ta n t  th in g s  have b ee n  d o n e: th e  S h ir e
h a s  b een  sa v e d  and th e  Good h as  b ee n  s e r v e d .  Com­
p a re d  to  t h e s e ,  n o th in g  e l s e  m a t t e r s .
O nly two poem s, one o f  them  more th a n  h a l f  
E lv i s h ,  a p p e a r  in  th e s e  two c h a p te r s ;  T o lk ie n  
makes m ost o f  h i s  p o in t s  d i r e c t l y ,  th ro u g h  sp e e c h ­
e s  l i k e  t h a t  q u o te d  in  th e  p r e v io u s  p a r a g ra p h .
B u t F ro d o ' s- l a s t  poem and th e  E lv e s ' r e s p o n s e  a r e  
o f  v i t a l  im p o r ta n c e  s in c e  th e y  e s t a b l i s h  t h a t  
B i l b o 's  l i g h t e d  in n  sym bol does n o t  m e re ly  s ta n d  
f o r  a  s e n s e  o f  s a t i s f a c t i o n  a t  f o l lo w in g  a h a rd  
ta s k  th ro u g h  to  th e  end  b u t  f o r  a d i f f e r e n t  s o r t  
o f  l i f e  beyond  t h a t  o f  th e  Road. W hile w a lk in g  
n e a r  th e  s p o t  w here he had  f i r s t  e n c o u n te re d  th e  
B lack  R id e r ,  F rodo  r e c i t e s  h i s  l a s t  poem, a r e ­
v i s i o n  o f  th e  w a lk in g  song  he had  sung  a f t e r  t h a t  
m e e tin g  n e a r ly  t h r e e  y e a r s  b e f o r e .  The c h o ic e  i s  
a good o n e , f o r  i t  t r a n s f e r s  th e  t r u s t  and c o n f i ­
dence  w ith  w hich  F rodo  b eg an  h i s  f i r s t ,  and u l t i ­
m a te ly  s u c c e s s f u l ,  jo u rn e y  to  h i s  se co n d  t r i p  and 
s u g g e s ts  t h a t  now as th e n  h i s  f a i t h  i s  w e l l -  
p la c e d .
The s u g g e s t io n  i s  c a r r i e d  f u r t h e r  by F ro d o ' s 
aw a re n ess  t h a t  w hat i s  h a p p e n in g  i s  b u t  a n o th e r  
s t a g e  in  th e  l a r g e r  p la n .  E a r l i e r  th e  h o b b i ts  had 
su n g :
And though we pass them  by today,
Tom orrow  we may com e this way 
And take the  hidden p a th s . . .
(Ill, 381, lines 3-5)
B ut F rodo  ch an g es th e  w ords t o :
And though I o ft have passed them  by,
A day will come at last when I 
Shall take the  hidden p a th s . . .
(Ill, 381, lin es3-5)
B ut th e  m ost s i g n i f i c a n t  change i s  th e  a l t e r ­
a t i o n  o f  th e  f i r s t  v e r s i o n 's  "Tow ards th e  Moon o r  
t o  th e  Sun" ( I ,  115, l i n e  16) to  "W est o f  th e  Moon, 
E a s t  o f  th e  Sun" ( I I I ,  381, l i n e  6 ) .  G. B. Jo h n s to n  
s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  l o c a t i o n  a l lu d e d  to  i s  F a e r i e ,?  
b u t  t h i s  d e s ig n a t io n  c r e a t e s  d i f f i c u l t i e s  s in c e ,  
i n  te rm s  o f  T o lk i e n 's  e s s a y  "On F a i r y - S t o r i e s , "  
M id d le - e a r th  i s  F a e r i e . 8 W hile c l e a r l y  p o in t in g  to  
an e x i s t e n c e  beyond  th e  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  t h i s  w o rld , 
th e  l i n e ' s  e x a c t  m eaning i s  o b s c u re  and w ould  o n ly  
w eaken th e  poem 's e f f e c t  w ere i t  n o t  f o r  th e  poem 
w ith  w hich th e  E lv e s  answ er i t :
A! Elbereth Gilthoniel! 
silivren penna miriel 
o menel aglar elenath,
Gilthoniel, A! Elbereth!
We still remember, we w ho dwell 
In this far land beneath the trees 
T he starlight on the Western Seas.
(Ill, 381)
W hile T o lk ie n  does n o t  choose  to  e x p la in  th e  n a tu r e  
o f  th e  V a la r  and t h e i r  queen  E lb e r e th  o r  t h e i r  r e ­
l a t i o n s h i p  to  th e  One, he does make c l e a r  t h a t  th e y  
a r e  th e  d e m iu rg ic  pow ers w hich  d i r e c t  th e  a f f a i r s  
o f  M id d le - e a r th  t o  a Good end ( I I I ,  389 and 4 5 5 ).
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F u r th e r ,  th e  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  th e  R ing had b ee n  p o s ­
s i b l e  o n ly  b e c a u se  o f  E l b e r e t h 's  d i r e c t  i n t e r v e n ­
t i o n  on s e v e r a l  key o c c a s io n s .  The m e n tio n  o f  h e r  
name in  an E lv is h  song  had  d r iv e n  away a B lack  
R id e r  ( I ,  1 1 6 -1 1 7 ). Sam p ra y e d  to  h e r  in  S h e lo b 's  
l a i r  and so  g a in e d  th e  s t r e n g t h  to  d r iv e  o f f  th e  
p r e v io u s ly  i n v i n c i b l e  s p id e r  ( I I ,  4 3 0 -4 3 1 ). When 
t h e i r  e sc a p e  from  th e  Tower o f  C i r i t h  Ungol had 
been  b lo c k e d  by th e  W a tc h e rs , s to n e  s t a t u e s  some­
how endowed w ith  a s h a re  o f  S a u r o n 's  e v i l  pow er, 
F rodo  and Sam w ere h e l p l e s s  u n t i l  th e y  c a l l e d  upon 
E lb e r e th .  T hen, " th e  w i l l  o f  th e  W atch ers  was 
b ro k en  w ith  a su d d e n n e ss  l i k e  th e  sn a p p in g  o f  a 
c o r d ,  and Frodo and Sam s tu m b le d  fo rw a rd  . . . .  
T here  was a c r a c k .  The k e y s to n e  o f  th e  a rc h  c ra s h e d  
a lm o s t on t h e i r  h e e l s ,  and th e  w a l l  above crum bled  
and f e l l  i n  r u in "  ( I I I ,  3 2 5 ) . To jo u rn e y  to  a 
la n d  w here E lb e r e th  r u l e s  i s  s u r e ly  n o t  to  t r a v e l  
i n t o  d an g e r o r  even  i n t o  a shadowy H ades o f  m ere 
s u r v i v a l .  The U ndying Lands l i k e  M id d le - e a r th  a r e  
o r d e r e d  f o r  and by th e  Good.
In  t h i s  way T o lk ie n  le a v e s  no d o u b t t h a t  The 
Lord o f  th e  Flings does in d e e d  end w ith  th e  happy 
e n d in g , th e  " e u c a ta s t ro p h e "  he d e s c r ib e s  e ls e w h e re  
as  b e in g  th e  p ro p e r  e n d in g  o f  a f a i r y - s t o r y .9 W ith 
th e  a id  o f  th e  poem s, T o lk ie n  shows t h a t ,  though  
so rro w , f a i l u r e ,  and e v i l  w i l l  a lw ays e x i s t ,  man 
h a s  th e  power to  r i s e  above them  and a t t a i n  a f i n a l  
"Joy  beyond  th e  w a l l s  o f  th e  w o r l d ."10 1
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